The sympathetic role as an antagonist of erection.
The effects of the lumbar and pelvic sympathetic system on penile erection were studied in a canine model. Erection was induced by cavernous nerve stimulation and detumescence by sympathetic trunk stimulation. Erection induced by cavernous nerve stimulation normally subsides slowly. After discontinuation of electrical stimulation the intracavernous pressure drops within a mean of 291 s to 50% and after a mean of 372 s to 10% of the highest level. However, stimulation of the sympathetic trunk at the level of L4-S1 applied directly after discontinuation of cavernous nerve stimulation accelerated this drop of intracavernous pressure significantly: to 50% after a mean of 19 s and to 10% after a mean of 36 s. If stimulation of the sympathetic trunk was initiated 20 s before cavernous nerve stimulation, the pressure rise was aborted completely. Neurostimulation of the hypogastric nerves alone or in combination with cavernous nerve stimulation did not change the intracavernous pressure. These results were not altered after neurotomy of the pudendal or hypogastric nerves. The main pathway of the fibers from the sympathetic trunk to the penis seems to run via the pelvic plexus. The stimulation voltage and frequency to induce erection or detumescence were equivalent. Our results suggest that an elevated central sympathetic tone may be one of the causes of psychogenic impotence.